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Photo ethnography as a lens onto the experiences of
people who inject drugs in Puerto Rico
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This essay offers insight into the material, social, and emotional worlds of intravenous drug
use in rural Puerto Rideuerto Rico hosts one of the highest incidences of HIliamféat

the United Statg€enters for Disease Control and Prevention ,2ai§gly attributable to

high rates of injection drug ugesualethnographys a powerful tool for exploring HIV risk
behaviors and the materiality of injection drugRasdillzet al. 2018; Moletsane et al. 2007)

as well as thsocial and emotionalorlds of people who use dru@darklbafiez 2004;
Madrigal et al. 2014)n contrast to photovoice, a method that can presume the
empowerment of participants through the creatiomages and that may require them to

learn how to take higjuality pictures (Luttrell 2010), visual ethnography both involves
participants in the creation of images to represent aspects of material, social, and emotional
life and employs fieldwork methadsprovide context for the meanings elicited by the
pictures.

As part of a largetwo-year study of people who inject drugs in rural Puert¢Aiadie et
al. 2016)we conducted extensive fieldwork to document the material practices that support
intravenous drug use, shadowing participants as they hustled for drug money and partnered
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with other users to acquire and use drugs, and visiting shooting galleries and other settings
where drugs are used. To further explore the material, social, and ednogoisains of
substance usse providedeighteenparticipants with disposable cameras and prompted
them to take pictures of things that made them happy or sad, things they liked to do, and
things they needed to inject drugs. In addisibparticiparg wereinvited to our office

where we took their portraitvhile they heldhandwritten sigrs with messageof their
choosingParticipants were interviewed about the content of their photographs as well as
the messagéhey chose for their portrait

Incomporating this visual methodologylowed participants to express emotions and
perspectives about their drug use that we had not been able to capturdidfuaagk

and more structured methgdsuch as surveys and intervidivalso providedvaluable
insights into the social, spatmafterialandemotionalworlds of people who inject drugs in

rural Puerto Ricddowever, wile this metho@dpeneda windowonto theworldsof our

study populatiant also raised important ethical questions antichisg@ions Oneconcern

wasthat participants might place themselves atliskphotographingheir everydagirug

use (including buyingdacticesin order taeceive th&S$20 irfinancial compensatidmat

was given to participants as part of theal/isomponent of our studye explicitly asked
participants not to take picturegplaces that involved even minimal risk (such as pictures of
themselves or others buying or selling drugs), but we were alsbawal®dy knows the
unspoken laws thgbvern street drugulture in our setting bettéranthe pegle who use

those drugs. The locations that participants did choose to photograph revealed important
zones of safety in their everyday lives. Despite the oftentimes dangerous dailyimnstle
drugs many participants were able to retreat to the privacy of their homes, which were far
removed from théarsh materiality of drug use in shooting galleries and othdealing

spots These safe retreats, however, did not protect them from theioastsense of loss
embedded in drug consumption in the margins.

El chutifThe shootingallery)

Depending on injection frequency (halthafparticipants irour largerstudy injected four

or more timegper day) participantseeded anywhere frooS$11 b US$1000 or even
mored eachday in order to purchase snhalts of cocaine and heroi@®f the participants

in the larger study, 87 percent weremployedand resorted to variotmsistles to afford
their drug of choigeincludingbegging at thentrance of high traffic storessuch as
pharmaciedjakeriesgiscountstoresandbankswashing carybagging or carrying groceries
at the supermarkeand monitoring parking lots. Drugsvere usuallyacquired and used
individually but participantsonetimespooledresources to acquire and use drugs together.
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Participants usually gadon themthe syringes, bottled watend cookexthey neeedto
prepare drug) sometimes ihighlypersonalized bags.

1. Toiletry bag with injectid@vork

For those who did not have homes to retreat to, a shooting gallery, colloquially known in
Puerto elRhutno (as Spanglish defor mati ousingpf 0 s
location. These places were alsd by those who wanted to consume dnugediately
afterpurchaseMostshooting galleridgackedrunning wateandelectricityandwere almost

devod of comfort sometimeshey containednly a broken chair or sof&hile someuch

galleries in larger cities like San Juan or CaguasmhanvaggEwho keeps the site relatively

cleand providingusers with clean needles for adiegpicking up u®d needles from the

floor, for examplé shooting galleries in rural areas bawdittle traffic to make thikind

of arrangement profitabl€leanliness in these places varies yideth means some have

piles of rubbish and used needles on the floor.
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3. Shooting gallery in Cidséth apanoramic view
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Loss

@ook at mé writes la Chillin in her studio portrditer life circumstances wec&arly
visible to everyonéncluding her ydobtly spealisshe sal, inviting us todook at[hel
scard , dimdsiged holes in her arihe resulof years injecting crack cocaine.
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Figure 4La Chillinportrait

Many of the prticipants in our photo ethnography segto agree with Oryiwho lost a
legbe@use ofn untreated infectedbsces® Ae drug is not easygives you nothing but it
takes away everythingor participants,oksincluded the lossef physical integrity and
healthbut also the separation fronusbandsand wives,the taking away afons and
daughters byocial serviceand the disappearance hmfmes, cars, careers, hoEesl
aspirations.
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Figure 5. @vi portrait

Home sweet home

A number of participants took pictures of shooting galleries, particularly if they were there
alone omwith trusted drugisingpartnerslt is important to note thabme drugocations

were offlimits for photographyin puntogas druegselling spotare known in Puerto Rigo

even mobilgohones must be concealed in order to make clear that photographs are not
being taken that coulacriminaé or expose drug dealers to retaliation.

While participants feilt was important to documeétwhen possiblé those places that

they connected with the hustle to procure drugs, they also wanted to emphasize the
importance of the homes they had been able to create, which were generally far removed
from the grind of the streetvhile one in three participantstie largesstudy had been
homeless during the past year, moshagewho participatetht h e  sphotiogiapldy s
activitiesvere not homeless. yhgenerally identified thbmuse assafe spasgwhere they

could escape from streets and enjoy theimidécleaning, playing wigetsd from dogs

and cats to roostedsor watching TVMany participantslso tookcare of plants dended
gardensvhile at home
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6. Bonsai

7. Rooster
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8. Front yard, with Puerto Ridéag on tree

Conclusion

Parti ci pant s dtheemageshgyepnodunenbffenedthern the opportunity to

talk not onlyabout issues related to the materiality of drug use but also the droatioins

up in their drug us@articularly issues tafss and social identiffhese emotional worlds

were lesaccessible throughe other methodsve employed Even for those who could

enjoy using drugs in the safety of their own homes, a senséafflbasing lost material
possessions but also of mii@ned dreams and desidedid not leave them. Combining in

depth fieldwork and visual methods is a valuable means of tapping into not just the material,
social, and spatial worlds of marginalized groups, such as people who inject drugs, but also
their enotional worlds.
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